In this paper, we compare responses of deaf signers and hearing non-signers engaged in a categorization task of signs and non-linguistic human actions. We examine the time it takes to make such categorizations under conditions of 180°stimulus inversion and as a function of repetition priming, in an effort to understand whether the processing of sign language forms draws upon special processing mechanisms or makes use of mechanisms used in recognition of non-linguistic human actions. Our data show that deaf signers were much faster in the categorization of both linguistic and non-linguistic actions, and relative to hearing non-signers, show evidence that they were more sensitive to the configural properties of signs. Our study suggests that sign expertise may lead to modifications of a general-purpose human action recognition system rather than evoking a qualitatively different mode of processing, and supports the contention that signed languages make use of perceptual systems through which humans understand or parse human actions and gestures more generally.
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Introduction
While there has been a growing and increasingly sophisticated linguistic analysis of signed languages from around the world, we still have little knowledge of the fundamental properties which underlie the recognition of signs (see Corina & Knapp, 2006; Emmorey, 2002 ; for discussions). A particularly glaring gap is our lack of understanding of how the initial stages of sign language processing differ from, or are similar to, the processing of other kinds of human actions, something that the present study seeks to address. Using a continuous categorization paradigm, we assess deaf and hearing subjects' performance for speeded categorization judgments of signs and actions. The effects of two stimulus manipulations, 180°i nversion and stimulus repetition, are introduced. Stimulus inversion provides an opportunity to assess the relative contributions of configural and featural properties across stimulus class, while repetition priming provides insight into the representations mediating the recognition of these stimuli. Using these manipulations, we test deaf users of sign language and sign-naive hearing subjects to assess the role of linguistic and sensory experience on the perception of human actions.
We begin with an overview of the relationship between sign language and gestures and discuss the evidence for domain-general and language-specific mechanisms in the perception of signed languages.
Sign language and gesture
The formal relationship between signed languages and human gestural actions is of considerable interest to a range of disciplines. Linguists, psychologists and cognitive scientists have proposed a critical role for manual gesture 0010-0277/$ -see front matter Ó 2011 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved. doi:10.1016/j.cognition.2011.10.011
